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 Landscape and national identity in Portugal 

Fernando Magalhães
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Introduction

Being one of Europe´s most centralised countries, Por-
tugal is not divided into any kind of political and admin-
istrative regions, with the exception of the Azores and 
Madeira islands. During the Middle Ages, Portugal’s ter-
ritory was divided into provinces, which were maintained 
up to 1956. In this year, provinces as a regional division 
of the country were finally eliminated. The establishment 
of provinces followed Portugal’s territory expansion to 
the south and were established with reference to water 
courses and landscape characteristics.

In order to realise my objectives, I divided this text 
into three parts. In the first Some considerations about 
the Portuguese concept of landscape, I will research 
some conceptions about the Portuguese term landscape 
or paisagem. In this chapter, I analyse the origin of the 
word and initial association with the canvas painters. 
At the same time I research the etymology of the term 
“landscape”, in order to understand is contribution to the 
construction of the national community.

Bucolic landscapes painted on canvas and reproduced 
in the vernacular language or in the classical music, in-
spired the nationalist rhetoric of several founding leaders 
of the modern nations. In countries such as England, Ger-
many, France or Portugal, politicians, artists, intellectuals 
and cultural leaders used and continue using particulari-
ties of the landscape as a basis for their work, associating 
it to the cultural behaviour of the people.

In the early twentieth century, landscape began to 
symbolise the ideal of the nation’s return to their ori-
gins, linked to the countryside life. In several countries, 
like United States of America or Portugal, the landscape 
began to be associated to the regional diversity, symbol-
ising a unified country in the diversity of their regions.

In The landscape and the building of Portugal as a na-
tion I will study the appropriation process of the land-
scape by some national leaders and the way they use 
and manipulate it to construct the notion of the national 
identity. I will emphasise the importance of the land-
scape concept to build ideas about the national identi-
fication communities, highlighting the Portuguese case.

Finally, I will research and discuss the role of the 
rivers, mountains and plains defining the demarcation 
of the Portuguese territory by geographic and cultural 
borders. On the other hand, I will research the means 
through which the landscape elements have defined cul-
tural characteristics, in a symbiotic relation.

Some considerations about  
the Portuguese concept of Landscape 

The concept of landscape emerged and was used firstly 
by painters and writers. The first writer to use it was 
Jean Molinet, a poet from the late fifteenth century, 
which used landscape to mean „a picture representing 
the region”.1 During the Renaissance, the concept was 
related with painting above all, and intended to repre-
sent one particular geographical reality in a painting. 
Nowadays, the Webster’s Dictionary continues to define 
landscape as „a picture representing a section of natural, 
inland scenery, as of prairie, woodland, mountains [...] an 
expanse of natural scenery seen by the eye in one view”.2

As we can see, the aesthetic character of the word 
landscape, so central to the painters, remains funda-
mental in the definitions of the current dictionaries. For 
example, the Oxford Dictionary starts to define it as „all 
the visi ble features of an area of land, often considered in 
terms of their aesthetic appeal”.3 Clearly, while this land-
scape concept is no longer reduced to the visible elements 
of the bucolic countryside the aesthetic element remains.

In the Portuguese vocabulary, landscape, or in the 
vernacular the word paisagem, is defined as an „exten-
sion of territory that covers a single aspect of view, paint-
ing genre or literature whose purpose is the representa-
tion or description of country scenes; painting showing 
these scenes; aspect; view”.4 The extension of territory, 
aspect or view, seems to indicate that currently, the term 
landscape includes the human beings and their interac-

1  Roger 1997.
2  Spirn 1998: 17. 
3  Oxford Living Dictionaries nd.
4  Dicionário Universal de Língua Portuguesa 1995. 
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tions with nature. However, when it refers to the land-
scape as a „painting genre or literature whose purpose is 
the representation or description of countryside scenes; 
painting showing these scenes”, this brings us closer to 
the original meaning landscape.

At the beginning of the modern period, landscape 
started to be a topic in other fields of art and literature, 
beyond painting. Authors who used the term more fre-
quently include Flaubert or Balzac in France, the Bronte 
sisters in England, as well as João Almeida Garrett (Fig. 1) 
and Camilo Castelo Branco (Fig. 2), in Portuguese litera-
ture. In the field of music, we may consider the work of 
„the great works of Bach, Haydn, Mozart or Beethoven, 
Verdi, Chopin, Tchaikovsky, Falla and Bartok, They not 
only reflected the diversity of musical landscapes, but 
used them as binding elements in the creation of nation-
al identities”.5 Following their lead, artists and intellectu-
als, and political leaders, in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries began, to appropriate the term landscape to re-
fer to a people connected to a nation or they homeland. 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, landscape 
was one of the key elements defining national identity.6 
The physical particularities of the landscape were seen as 
a metaphor of national harmony. Both diversity and land-
scape unity become metaphors of cultural unity. Inspired 
by bucolic landscapes, represented in the arts, national 
leaders started to consider that landscape representa-
tions in order to evoke the cultural harmony of the na-
tion. First policies of landscape protection emerged in this 
intellectual environment. France inaugurated is landscape 
politics in 1906, setting out the rules for their protection. 
Françoise Cachan (1992) refers to the fact that in the 
France, at the beginning of the twentieth century, land-
scape started to be used to invoke the distant yet familiar, 
rural and peasant past. The rural environment emerged as 
a root of the nation, the origins of the entire community.

On the other side of the Channel, David Matless 
has investigated the interconnection process between 
landscape and sense of Englishness between 1918 and 
1950s. This was a profitable period in England, in which 
various cultural movements, associating the landscape 
to the characteristics that should be defining of the Eng-
lish citizenship, acquired relief. The idea of Englishness 
was conceived by one of these movements, between the 
1920s and 1930s. This line of thought saw planning and 
landscape conservation as a way to conceive and define 
En glishness in terms of a balance between preservation 
and progress, tradition and modernity as well as town 
and country.7 Landscape planning and its conservation 
was a form of identification with modernity and progress.

Preservation and landscape planning, its cleanliness 
and other features defined as „moral geographies of land-
scape” should determine the citizen’s conduct. Further-

5  Alves 2001; Buescu 1990.
6  Corbin 2001.
7  Matless 1998. 

more, they claimed that „litter, noise, etc. – are held to 
denote anti-citizenship”.8 In England a „counter current of 
Englishness” emerged “which [...] set an organic sense of 
rural life against modern city living and upheld traditional 
authority against progressive expertise”. This vision of an 
organic England was promulgated by a „small group of 
countryside writers, organic farmers and self-styled dis-
sident scientists, which, focus upon soil and authority 
and proposed that an intensive relationship to land was 
dependent on and necessary for an organic social order”.9

Landscape appropriation on a level of national repre-
sentation was particularly intense in the context of Ger-
man nationalism, in the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury. Rocks and monuments, landscape elements, were 
interpreted as representing the strength of the nation, 
representing the ideal of authenticity, stability and immor-
tality. Forests, plants and trees, as all other living beings, 
demonstrate the ongoing renaissance of the community. 
The symbolism of these ideas intensified in the First World 
War with the cult of trees or of historical places. Coinci-

ding with the creation of the forest of German heroes 
killed in the war in 1914, Marshal von Hindenburg referred 
the trees as a metaphor of the national community. „The 
German tree, vigorous, with solid roots, was the symbol of 
the strength of the individual and community”.10

Landscape associates people to place. In the German 
language, the word Landschaft (landscape) combines 
two roots. Land means both, place and the people living 
there. Schaffen means – to shape; suffix -schaft, as in 
the English -ship, also mean association and partnership. 
This association was pushed to the limit by the Nazi re-
gime that linked the native landscape and racial identity 
and would, after its demise assign a negative connota-
tion to the word landscape. As a result, this term was 
gradually replaced by the concepts of environment and 
place. However, according to Anne Whiston Spirn (1998), 
these words do not reflect the richness of the landscape 
concept, which „connotes a sense of the purposefully 
shaped, the sensual and aesthetic, the embeddedness in 
culture. The language of landscape recovers the dynamic 
connection between place and those who dwell there”.11

The Portuguese etymology of the landscape concept 
is not very different from the English or the German 
ones. With origins in the French word pays paysage/
paysan/paysages, the term paisagem (landscape) has 
a double meaning: it denotes both the peasants, and 
a country or homeland.12 The association with the peas-
ant leads to the original meaning of the landscape, in 
which the word is associated to the rural element, stabil-
ity and nostalgia, connecting people to a particular land, 
their home country.

  8  Matless 1998: 14.
  9  Matless 1998: 15. 
10  Moss 1990: 101–102. 
11  Spirn 1998: 17. 
12  Domingues 2001: 59. 
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Fig. 1. Almeida Garret (source: História de Portugal;  
http://www.historiadeportugal.info/almeida-garrett/) 

Fig. 2. Camilo Castelo Branco (source: Biografia de 
Camilo Castelo Branco; https://www.ebiografia.com/
camilo_castelo_branco/)

The landscape and the building  
of Portugal as a nation

The Portuguese process of landscape appropriation as 
a metaphor for the nation began in the eighteenth centu-
ry and acquired strength in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries. In this period, Portuguese and foreign authors 
travelled across the country, drawing, painting and writ-
ing about the landscapes. This ranged from observing im-
pressive monuments and natural features, to observing 
people and their way of life. One of these authors was 
the Irish architect James Cavanagh Murphy (1760–1814).

Murphy as a founder of the international neo-Gothic 
Movement, dedicated a substantial part of his work to 
a Portuguese monument, the Batalha monastery which is 
situated 100 km north of the Portuguese capital, Lisbon. 
Murphy was the author of the book Plans, elevations, 
sections and views of the Church of Batalha, published in 
London in 1795, which introduced the greatest example 
of the Portuguese Gothic architecture to England.

The Batalha monastery pictures (Fig. 3), made during 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, show the monu-
ment surrounded by an idyllic landscape. Nature is com-
bined with people and their activities.

I would also like to discuss the works of José Mal-
hoa (1855–1933) (Fig. 4) and Rafael Bordalo Pinheiro 
(1846–1905) (Fig. 5), two representatives of the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries’ national cul-
ture. They portray Portuguese landscapes as part of the 
national identity.

Rafael Bordalo Pinheiro was born in Lisbon but lived 
and developed a significant part of his work in Caldas da 
Rainha, a Portuguese town located 80 kilometres north 
of Lisbon, on the Atlantic coast. Dedicated to design and 
cartoons, Rafael Bordalo Pinheiro founded “A Lanterna 
Mágica”, a social criticism journal (33 issues published 
between 15.05.1875 and 31.07.1875).

The aim of the “Lanterna Mágica” (Fig. 6) was to 
criticise the events, policies and institutions in Portugal 
during nineteenth and twentieth century. Born from 
this project, Zé-Povinho, which was invented by Rafael 
Bordalo Pinheiro, quickly became an icon of nineteenth 
century Portuguese society, remembered in Portuguese 
culture until today. Curiously, this figure was used in the 
country’s last fiscal crisis, in 2011 (Fig. 7), as a way of 
criticising the speculative financial agencies, considered 
to be responsible for the precipitation of the crisis, as 
sovereign ratings fell rapidly and vertiginously.

The figure of Zé-Povinho (Fig. 8), designed by Rafael 
Bordallo Pinheiro, embodied the nineteenth century 
Portuguese population. Zé-Povinho’s cartoon appeared 
for the first time in the 5th edition of the “A Lanterna 
Mágica”, June 12, 1875, a time of a severe national fis-
cal crisis, and alluded to the tax burden of the people. 
Zé-Povinho symbolised the ignorant and resigned people 
burdened by corruption and injustice, brought to their 
knees by the burden of taxes. Moreover, the picture rep-
resented the Portuguese people anger and insolence due 
to the political and economic problems of the country at 
that time.
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Fig. 3. Santa Maria da Vitória Monastery landscape (nineteenth century)

Fig. 4. José Malhoa (source: Molduras de Poemas 
de Fado; http://asletrasdofado.blogspot.pt/2011/11/o-
fado-e-pintura-de-jose-malhoa.html)

Fig. 5. Rafael Bordalo Pinheiro (source: Visão; http://visao.
sapo.pt/actualidade/cultura/2016-08-28-Rafael-Bordalo-
Pinheiro-Perfil-de-um-portugues-genial)
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Fig. 6. Cover of the “Lanterna Mágica” 
(source: Hemeroteca de Lisboa; http://hemer-
otecadigital.cm-lisboa.pt/Periodicos/Lanter-
naMagica/LanternaMagica.htm)

Fig. 7. Zé Povinho figure in 2011 (source: 
http://www.cmjornal.pt/economia/detalhe/e-
mail-poe-ze-povinho-a-fazer-manguito-a-
moodys)
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Zé Povinho, invented by Rafael Bordalo Pinheiro to 
represent Portuguese people, fits in the Stephen Daniels’ 
and Denis Cosgrove’s landscape definition, where the 
national landscape can be seen as more than a touch-
able reality, it is an image, a cultural symbol. The human 
figure, as portrayed by the author, becomes part of the 
Portuguese social landscape. Stephen Daniels and Denis 
Cosgrove define landscape as a cultural image, a pictorial 
way of representing, structuring or symbolising surround-
ing. Landscapes are not immaterial representations but 
they may be represented in a variety of materials and on 
many surfaces – „in paint on canvas, in writing on paper, 
in earth, stone, water and vegetation on the ground”.13 
So, landscape is more than an empirical reality, it may be 
either a tangible reality, as an image, a cultural symbol 
such as a painting or a poem, as we ascertained.

13  Daniels and Cosgrove 1994: 1. 

José Malhoa (1855–1933) was born in Caldas da 
Rainha and established himself in Figueiró dos Vinhos, an 
inland town located approximately 200 km north of Lis-
bon. In 1898 he built up his studio and developed broad 
cultural activities connected to painting. José Malhoa is 
considered the main representative of the Portuguese 
naturalist painting, and had invented and developed 
many national stereotypes through his paintings. In the 
end of the nineteenth century he displayed a country 
characterised by rural environments, emigration and 
melancholy. José Malhoa illustrates a specifically Por-
tuguese close relationship between the landscape and 
painting. The landscapes represented by the painter are 
directly associated with the countryside.

Just as Brian Osborne has put it in The iconography of 
nationhood in Canadian art, in the Portuguese case, art-
ists such as Rafael Bordalo Pinheiro or José Malhoa were 
also major contributors to the development of national 

Fig. 8. Zé Povinho (original) (source: https://
ola-comoestas.blogspot.pt/2013/04/o-ze-pov-
inho-original.html)
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iconographies. They documented periods and places, by 
projecting perceptions and values of their sponsoring 
society upon them. Some artists, mindful of the cultural 
and national implications of their work, very consciously 
expressed a corporate sense of cultural or national iden-
tity. Whatever their original purpose or meaning, certain 
pictures of places, peoples and events such as the Portu-
guese fado or emigration, painted by José Malhoa, have 
become part of this corporate identity and some, like 
the song of fado, which are currently classified as being 
part of the immaterial heritage of the Humanity, have 
become central to it.14

In Portugal, in the late twentieth century, the concept 
of bucolic and idyllic traditional landscape remains as-
sociated to the countryside, as we can ascertain in the 
National Plan for Economic and Social Development.15 
This document establishes a connection between devel-
opment and urban regeneration on the one hand and 
the countryside landscape recovery on the other, propos-
ing an association between the urban and rural systems. 
The countryside has been associated with traditional 
values, composing the basis of national identity. Moreo-
ver, the countryside is considered to be a key element 
to the economic and social balance and as a guarantee 
of settlement, conservation and enhancement of natural 
resources and landscapes.16 In this context, the concep-
tion of landscape, inherited from the romantic thought, 
should be reviewed in the twenty-first century. We are 
witnessing accelerated change in places and space by hu-
man action that forges the landscape along with nature. 
Nowadays, the landscape is seen as a social language 
which includes the social consequences of urbanisation, 
media development and communication channels, such 
as touristic flows among other factors, as references of 
our experiences.

The Portuguese landscape is very heterogeneous, de-
spite the small territorial size of the country as a whole. 
Occupying a long strip between the coast and Spain, 
the landscape is varied. There are four principal areas: 
northern inland, northern coast, center, and south. The 
northern inland is different from the southern coast, 
with cha-racteristics that differ from the mountain to 
the coast.17

Portugal has a long coastline (ca 800 km) but it also 
has areas of an inland landscape characterised by harsh 
mountains (Estrela Mountain, Gerês Mountain). There 
are dune landscapes, but also mountains and valleys. 
Portugal has not suffered conflicts or notable wars since 
the Middle Ages, so the Portuguese cultural landscape 
has retained a large number of historic cities and monu-
ments. In times of globalisation, these elements are seen 

14  Osborne 1994.
15  Plano nacional de desenvolvimento económico e social – PNDES 

1999. Lisboa: Conselho Económico e Social.
16  Alves 2001. 
17  Ribeiro 1998: 151. 

not only as an economic capital but also as a form of 
national culture affirmation to the world.

Twenty-two of these monuments, including intangi-
ble heritage, are classified as world heritage constituting 
„reference points [that] are allocated and legal ties of 
attachment in society are created”.18 Part of this cultural 
heritage was constructed during and represents the Me-
dieval period, such as the castle of Guimarães, built in 
the eleventh century; the monastery of Alcobaça and the 
monastery of the Santa Maria da Vitória or Batalha, built 
in the eleventh and fifteenth centuries respectively. An-
other significant part of the imposing monuments spread 
throughout the territory was built during the time of the 
Discoveries, considered the most symbolic period of the 
Portuguese affirmation as a nation and as an Empire such 
as the well-known Santa Maria de Belém monastery. This 
monument is located in Lisbon, and it was built in the 
sixteenth century, composing one of the most important 
landscape images in the Portuguese capital. Built in the 
final Gothic style, it is decorated with elements connect-
ed to the sea and to maritime epics.

In this sense, from the fifteenth century onwards dur-
ing the Portuguese Age of Discoveries, it is the maritime 
landscape that becomes appropriated to define the cul-
tural identity of Portugal. Heritage, forests and the sea, 
composing the national landscape, are associated with 
the Portuguese discoveries. In this narrative, there are 
two landscapes in Portugal that are symbolically associa-
ted with the construction of this cultural identity, facing 
the sea: the Leiria Pine Forest and the town of Nazaré 
(Fig. 9). Both of them are located in the centre of Portu-
gal, 120 km north of Lisbon, and they have been appro-
priated in the last 200 years as great icons of the of the 
development of imperial Portugal. 

The distinguishing landscapes of Nazaré and the Leiria 
Pine Forest have been a source of inspiration to various 
authors, who analysed the processes by which these 
landscapes were established as central elements in the 
memory of the Portuguese nation.19

Nazaré has been considered the nation´s cradle. 
More than the town, the hardy nature of the fishermen 
of Nazaré, the harshness of their living conditions often 
marked by tragedy, and a particular social organisation in 
which the woman appear to be the leaders of the commu-
nity, attracted the attention of an intellectual elite. In the 
late nineteenth century, these elites sought in these peo-
ple’s soul what they thought would regenerate the nation.20

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries there was 
a metamorphosis of this fishing community to a meta-
phor of the national community. Nazaré was a microcosm 
of the Portuguese nation representing one of the golden 
periods of national history: the epoch of Discoveries that 

18  Branco 2001: 505. 
19  Brøgger 1989; Escallier 1995, 1999; Trindade and Penteado 2001; 

Trindade 2005.
20  Trindade and Penteado 2001.



220 ArchAeologicA Hereditas • 10

Fernando Magalhães

started in the fifteenth century. The hardy fishermen and 
their adventures overseas embodied, in the present, char-
acteristics of the other times Portuguese discoverers.21

In a similar procedure, the Leiria Pine Forest was 
quoted by a poet Afonso Lopes Vieira, as a symbolic 
national place. According to this author, Leiria was en-
dowed with a bucolic and romantic landscape, composed 
by the sea, vineyards and the pine forest. The Leiria’s na-
tional pine forest stood among the greatest sources of 
the Afonso Lopes Vieira poetic inspiration, as can be seen 
throughout his books, especially in Onde a terra se acaba 
e o mar começa (1940), and in Nova demanda do Graal 
(1942). 

Other figures promoted as heroes in the Portuguese 
landscape imagery which are, related to the Leiria Pine 
Forest, and to the Portuguese cultural identity related to 
the sea and the age of discoveries, were the kings Afon-
so III (1210–1279) and Dinis (1261–1325).22 These kings 
planted and developed the Leiria Pine Forest.

The Leiria Pine Forest, also known as Pinhal do Rei, 
was classified as a national forest, in 1910, following the 
establishment of the Republic.23 King Dinis exercised 
reigned over the kingdom of Portugal between the years 
1279 and 1325. He received the nickname of the farmer 
king due to the priority that he gave to the kingdom’s ag-
ricultural and forestry development throughout his rule.

Although the pine forest plantation is attributed to 
King Dinis24, José André and Maria de Fátima Cordeiro ar-
gue that this is a controversial idea, since pine woods had 
been distributed along the northern and central coasts of 
Portugal for thousands of years. However, king Dinis ac-
tivities, protecting and expanding the forest, would lead 
to giving it a prominent place in the discourses about the 

21  Trindade 2005, 2009.
22  André 1995: 17. 
23  André and Maria de Fatima 2005: 374.
24  Morais 1936. 

national identity and the role of the Leiria Pine Forest in 
the Portuguese Era of Discoveries.

The attribution of the heroic action to King Dinis is 
therefore linked to the importance of the pinewood in 
the epic of discoveries. In the fifteenth and sixteenth cen-
turies a lot of wood left this forest and served to build the 
caravels and ships involved in discovering the new world.

It was with the wood of the Leiria Pine forest that the 
Portuguese caravels were built and above all their masts. 
As mentioned by Leonel de Parma Cardoso “it was [...] from 
the Leiria region, its blessed soil, its golden sand which pro-
vided the sap that fed these gigantic pines, the raw mate-
rial base of our fleet of discoveries and conquests”.25

The inauguration of the commemorative statue of King 
Dinis, which took place in a time when the statuary be-
came a means of immortalising heroes and great men26, 
in the S. Pedro de Moel village which lies in the heart of 
the Pine Forest, constitutes a tribute to the King (Fig. 10).

The representative statuary of heroes or great men 
assumes, by their characteristics as stylisation or solid-
ity, a place of prominence in the discourses on modern 
imagined communities, as Ozouf shows.27

Another commemorative statue of King Dinis is located 
at one of the main gates of the city of Leiria, and corre-

25  Cardoso 1944: 46.
26  Ozouf 1986. 
27  Une foule de raisons concourt au lien privilégié du grand homme 

et de la statue: sa connotation antiquisant, car c’est alors un lieu 
commun de croire que c’est à l’emploi des statues que la Grèce a dû 
sa suite brillante de grands hommes; sa stylisation, car le choix 
nécessaire du geste expressif contribue à l’efficacité pédagogique; 
sa solidité, où il y a comme un son d’éternité, une promesse d’im-
mortalité […]; la facilité qu’elle offre, bien mieux que le tableau, 
autour duquel on ne peut tourner, à être le centre d’une mise en 
scène. Bref, entre tous les genres convoqués à la gloire du grand 
homme, la sculpture occupe une place de choix: au salon de 1771, 
un tableau allégorique signé Lépicié montre la sculpture “occupée 
avec attendrissement de son véritable objet, qui est de conserver à 
la postérité la mémoire du grand homme”; Ozouf 1986: 148. 

Fig. 9. Nazaré (photo by F. Magalhães)
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sponds to another form of materialisation of memory, as 
Leiria is the capital of the region which includes Nazaré, São 
Pedro de Moel, Figueiró dos Vinhos and the Pine Forest.

This embodiment of memory can be seen in various 
places such as villages, historic towns and cities, and 
objects such as statuary. The installation of the modern 
paradigm, the national community’s inauguration and 
the search for legitimisation in immemorial times, has 
increased the creation of places and objects of memory.

The proliferation of discourses about national identity 
corresponds to a process in which the materialisation of 
memory has been prodigiously expanding, decentralis-
ing and democratising28 over the last century. It is not 
only the great institutions such as important families, 
the church or the state that seek to preserve memory 
by inscribing it in the objects. Populations, in general, 
construct or attribute, in the same way, special values to 
the panoply of statues, paintings or places of memory, 
which help them remember the grandiose deeds of their 
ancestors.

28  Nora 1986: 27. 

North and South: rivers, mountains  
and plains defining borders

Both Gerês and Serra da Estrela are the largest Portu-
guese mountains, composed of granite massifs. The 
Gerês Mountains constitutes a long horizontal band in 
the extreme northwest of Portugal, dividing the country 
from the Spanish region of Galicia. On the other hand, 
three of the main rivers crossing Portugal, Minho River, 
Douro River and Tagus River, mark the border of Portu-
gal with Spain to the north and to the east respectively. 
Interestingly, according to one of the most prominent 
Portuguese geographers, Orlando Ribeiro, mountains, 
unlike rivers, were not landscape elements determining 
the formation of the national territory. But they can be 
included in the imaginary of the national identity. They 
represent the highest points of the country and are en-
dowed with a very particular fauna and flora.

The northern area of Portugal shows a variety of sce-
nic landscapes based on elements such as mountains, 
forests, river beaches, and monumental built heritage. 
The foundation of Portugal began in the old provinces of 
the Minho and the Douro Litoral, located in the north-
west of Portugal. This landscaped area is marked by the 

Fig. 10. The King Dinis, his wife and the 
Pine Forest (photo by F. Magalhães)
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climate and vegetation influenced by the humidity of the 
Atlantic. From the coast to the inland we find a landscape 
in an increasingly rugged amphitheatre and composed by 
mountains of relevant size.

Just a few kilometres from the coast, we can see 
mountains endowed with a remarkable size, such as 
Gerês and Marão. There is an intrinsic relationship be-
tween this landscape and the Portuguese northern in-
habitants’ socio-cultural life. Landscape provides shelter 
and materials to build homes and monuments, where 
granite is the predominant rock. This landscape is similar 
to those mentioned by Anne Spirn, „the original dwell-
ing; humans evolved among with plants and animals, un-
der the sky, upon the earth, near water. Everyone carries 
that legacy in their body and mind”.29

Moreover, the discursive appropriation and / or inter-
vention on the landscape by political or cultural leaders 
allow them to define social and cultural behaviour, as evi-
denced in the Viennese case by Robert Rotenberg. The 
author explains the processes through which the inter-
vention on the Viennese public spaces, by groups of insti-
tutional leaders over time, defined different possibilities 
for more or less permissive behaviour. So, in this context 
the landscape provides a mirror for social relations. It is 
source of „all evaluations of the fundamental worth and 
meaning of places as arenas for social interaction”.30 

The assignment of characteristics to the mountainous 
inhabitants is common to several Portuguese ethnogra-
phies. The anthropologist João Vasconcelos studied the 
Arga Mountain’s communities (located in the north of 
Portugal) and ethnographies of the inhabitants of the 
villages. He demonstrated that a set of perceptions of 
purity and preservation of those places were produced 
throughout the twentieth century in relation to the in-
fluences of external social forces. Migrations and their 
influences on people’s lives were systematically ignored. 
According to this author, „research about Arga Moun-
tain’s communities is well marked by setting the culture 
of these people in what seems to be their more archaic 
social life aspects. In this sense, the culture of the moun-
tain inhabitants seems to have stopped in time, at the 
time of the villages’ fortifications […] ethnographers 
working on the Arga Mountain villages [...] constitute the 
culture of its inhabitants as an object, denying them the 
contemporary world, and projecting them into ancient 
times”.31

In this sense, landscape is an important means of 
identifying a group, helping at the same time to estab-
lish social and cultural differences from other groups. As 
argued by Jöel Bonnemaison, „presenting signs, allow its 
inhabitants to situate themselves in time and space, and 
identify themselves with a culture and a society”.32

29  Spirn 1998: 15. 
30  Rotenberg 1995: 4. 
31  Vasconcelos 1997: 215. 
32  Bonnemaison 2001: 61. 

The centre of Portugal is focused on several impor-
tant icons in the definition of the national landscape. We 
have already mentioned two, the town of Nazaré and the 
Leiria Pine Forest. The other two are the city of Coimbra, 
which is the third most important city in the country and 
place of the oldest national university, dating back to the 
thirteenth century and the largest Portuguese mountain 
range, the Serra da Estrela.

The University of Coimbra represents tradition and 
memory to a maximum degree. This center of know-
ledge, was founded in 1290 by the King Dinis, has be-
come a symbolic element in the construction of a sense 
of belonging in the whole the nation. This university re-
calls the ancient beginning of higher education in Portu-
gal and the high standard of knowledge as attractive fac-
tors for young people from all over the country, seeking 
to pursue their university studies.

Although the Republican regime founded new uni-
versities, in the early twentieth century, the appeal to 
memory as a way to justify a prestige and knowledge 
of the University of Coimbra was cultivated over many 
centuries, and has allowed it to remain an important aca-
demic and national reference point. This influence has 
spread all over the country, so that the city of Coimbra 
has become a place of meetings and sharing of young 
people with different local cultures, capable of building 
and rebuilding new webs of cultural belonging.

Portugal is a small country with a very heterogene-
ous landscape. There’s a border between north and 
south of the country. And this boundary is clearly visible 
in landscape: the south is more flat and warm and has 
a landscape which is more influenced by the Mediterra-
nean and by the ancient Muslim occupation. In contrast 
to the northern region, there are no great monasteries 
and abbeys in the south. The North and the Centre of 
the country has innumerable monasteries, castles and 
other monuments. The landscape there is characterised 
by large monumentality, of religiosity and mysticism.

The south is more oriented towards the sea and its 
landscape is characterised of monuments connected 
to the ancient Portuguese coastal defence such as the 
Peniche fort or the Sagres fortress among others. There 
are historical places like the town of Évora, and touristic 
landscapes such as the Algarve region, where the land-
scape has been shaped by the tourist´s influx.

It is mainly in the ancient province of Alentejo, that 
agriculture is also a feature of the national landscape. 
Finally, it is in the centre / south that one of the most 
symbolic places of the nation is located, its monumental 
capital, Lisbon.

Conclusion

Between the eighteenth and twentieth centuries, land-
scape, or rather, landscapes were used by the nationalist 
leaders’ discourses to give substance to their concept of 
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national community. As the vernacular language or the 
monuments, were both inserted in what would be the 
national heritage, the landscape, connecting one people 
to one place, would become a powerful tool support-
ing elites’ discourses that aimed the realisation of the 
national communities.

 The process of landscape appropriation, as a de-
fining element of “our” Nation, had a specific expression 
in the northern European countries. As we noted in this 
article, in England, in France or in Germany, the land-
scape elements were metaphors of their respective na-
tions. Trees and forests symbolised the energy and pow-
er of the German nation and idyllic landscapes painted 
on canvas represented the ideal of the French nation and 
its return to its original past.

In Portugal, some artists and intellectuals developed 
similar approaches, as can be seen in the José Malhoa 

paintings, which are considered the major point of refer-
ence of naturalistic Portuguese painting. Malhoa repro-
duces on canvas those elements that would become the 
main icons of the Portuguese national community, such 
as fado, melancholy or emigration.

 Approximately two hundred years, between 
the first ideological appropriations of the landscape and 
the current century, were characterised by universally 
felt deep socio-cultural changes. In current globalised 
world, the vitality used by local and regional communi-
ties to affirm and fight for their cultural difference is now 
higher, than ever. This can be seen in the Portuguese 
case, where there has been an increase of regionalist 
claims, alleging the existence of cultural, political and 
administrative differentiated territories. In summary, in 
the twentieth-first century, the landscape remains a key 
element in the definition of national identity. 
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